The "Ancient Worlds of Asia
However tempting it might be to linger over this the wisest and most consoling of doctrines offered to man, we must pass on from this wisdom offered to the elect and consider the true Buddhist "religion". This arose from the doctrines outlined above and was intended for the ordinary people. We find its imagery in the sacred grottoes in the Tarim basin and in many other cave monasteries in China. This philosophy of salvation by one's own efforts was not suitable for the ordinary people and could never have become a universal religion. This must stem not from reason but from non-reason, not from knowledge but from faith, from faith in invisible powers and in their supernatural help to man. This is the kind of religion that spread through India and Eastern Asia with Mahayana Buddhism whose many divinities, specialising in all kinds of trades and conditions of man, dispensed their consolation to those in need of help.
Whereas historical Buddhism taught that deliverance, reincarnation and entry into Nirvana could only be attained through a monastic life and a renunciation of the world, the new doctrine offered consolation to everyone with an assurance that all could be granted salvation, if not in Nirvana, at least in the Heavenly Kingdom which most people preferred anyway. The only requirement was the faithful worship of one of the many Buddhas who had been created in the meantime. This new doctrine, embracing all men, is called the "Great Vehicle" (Mahayana) as opposed to the "Small Vehicle" (Hinayana) which is reserved for the few. The vehicle is the means whereby one may cross the river of rebirth and suffering and reach the life beyond, either Nirvana or one of the Promised Heavens.
There is no doubt that Mahayana Buddhism sprang from the original doctrine of Gautama Buddha. In fact, the idea of pity, at first self-centred, spread to the whole of humankind and became an idea of salvation. Mahayana Buddhism, however, also opened the way to hypocritical selfish pity and to vain superstition. Its greatest innovation was the introduction of the Bodhisattvas who help mankind to attain salvation. The altruistic doctrine whereby deliverance from reincarnation
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